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INTRODUCTION
"I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, and
ill-nourished," declared President Franklin D. Roosevelt,
introducing his second term in office.

Beyond the capital

tens of thousands of displaced tenants and sharecroppers
filled the roadways leading west to California's envisioned
"Peach Bowl."
Hardest hit by the bleak economic conditions of the
1920's and 1930's were the tenant farmers routed from their
lands by unsympathetic mortgage holders or the devastating
drought which created a giant "Dust Bowl" stretching from
Texas to the Dakotas.
On April 30, 1935, President Roosevelt signed Executive
Order 7027 which established the Resettlement Administration.
The new agency was designed to provide economic assistance
to the "lower third":

farmers who were too poverty stricken

to be assisted by the Department of Agriculture or the
Agricultural Adjustment Act (Hurley, 1972).

The Resettlement

Administration, later to be renamed the Farm Security
Administration (FSA) fulfilled the President's call for
"bold and persistent experimentation in government (McCamy,
1939).
Within the organization's Information Division was
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formed the Historical Section which, through the efforts of
ten photographers and a farsighted director, created the
largest collection of photographs ever assembled in the
United States (Kozloff, 1974).
In eight short years, between 1935 and 1943, the
pictures taken by the team of photographers were widely
published in hundreds of books, magazines and newspapers.
The photographs became a campaign issue in the presidential
campaign of 1936.

The work was praised as "an excellent

illustration for the necessity of social justice" and damned
as "subversive propaganda (Severin, 1964).

Through the

Historical Section's photographs, all of urban America was
made poignantly and painfully aware of a serious imbalance
in the country.

The photographs are, as one critic said ,

"pictures that altered America" (Newhall, 1964).
The director of the photographic project was Roy E.
Stryker, a blunt-speaking, hard-driving cattle rancher and
college instructor.

Photographers hired by Stryker include

Russell Lee, Arthur Rothstein, John Vachon, Jack Delano,
John Collier, Marion Wolcott , Ben Shahn, Carl Mydans and
Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, two artists generally
recognized as two of America's finest photographers .
During its eight years, the Historical Section amassed
a collection of 250,000 negatives.

After resigning as

director, Stryker referred to the accumulation of photographs , at a cost of nearly one million dollars, as a
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"bureaucratic miracle" (Anderson, 1977).
The present study and accompanying videotape program
examines the Historical Section's unique and ambitious
photographic project.

Not only did the unique project

affect American history, but it also significantly
influenced the development of photojournalism and the
recognition of photography as art.

METHODOLOGY
The present video study was produced through the
facilities of the Instructional Resources Center at the
University of Central Florida at Orlando.
The majority of the program's video consists of
examinations of actual Farm Security Administration photographs available from the Prints and Photographs Division
of the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.

Approxi-

mately JOO photographs were incorporated into the video
portion of the present research.
The program's narration and information contained in
this accompanying paper are the result of extensive research
conducted by the author/producer.

All available journal

articles, books, theses, dissertations and popular press
articles examining aspects of the Farm Security Administration's photographic project have been consulted.

Primary

sources of research information have been given particular
attention, including recorded interviews with principals
in the eight-year project.

Primary sources include the

Roy Stryker Collection retained by the University of Louisville Photographic Archive, oral history recordings
conducted by the University of California at Berkeley,
interviews of participating photographers sponsored by
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the Archives of American Art, and videotaped conversations
with Russell Lee conducted by Paul Hightower, associate
professor of communication at the University of Central
Florida.
The Roy Stryker Collection at the University of
Louisville is the most complete source of letters and news
clippings pertaining to the Farm Security Administration
Historical Section available.

The collection includes many

articles which Stryker clipped and saved featuring the
section's work, the individual photographers, and the
carbon copies of Stryker's letters to his photographers
at work in the field.

According to James Anderson, photo

archivist at the university, Stryker was apparently eager
to secure a favorable position in history and carefully
preserved all correspondence which reflected a positive
image.
Copies of the Stryker correspondence and selected
articles from his collection are also available on microfilm from the Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.

With few exceptions, all letters

from the Roy Stryker Collection in Louisville also appear
on these microfilms which can be borrowed from the Archives
of American Art.
In 1964 and 1965, Richard K. Doud interviewed all
members of the Farm Security Administration photographic
team for the Archives of American Art.

Transcribed copies
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of these extensive interviews are available from the
Smithsonian Institution and from the offices of the
Archives of American Art.
In 1960, Suzanne Reiss interviewed Dorothea Lange for
the Regional Oral History Project of the Bancroft Library,
University of California at Berkeley.

Ms. Reiss has

provided the producer of this video thesis with a copy of
her interview with Lange and it has been incorporated
into the final production.
Approximately three hours of taped interviews with
Roy Stryker, director of the FSA's Historical Section, are
retained by the University of Louisville.

The university

has provided the video thesis producer with copies of the
entire three hours of conversations with Stryker.

Selected

portions of the tape recordings have been incorporated into
the production.
All of Dorothea Lange's non-government photographic
work, her personal letters, journals, diaries and other
materials are being preserved by the Oakland Museum in
Oakland, California.

The museum's Lange Collection includes

approximately 50,000 photographs, notes from the field,
copies of letters to and from Roy Stryker and from other
photographers and many taped interviews and transcripts of
interviews of Lange, her assistants, friends and colleagues.
The producer secured copies of selected Lange materials
from the Oakland Museum and has incorporated portions of
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the obtained materials into the final video production and
supplementary research paper.
During 1967 and 1968, F. Jack Hurley interviewed all
surviving members of the Historical Section staff for the
Memphis State University Office of Oral History Research.
These interviews provided the nucleus for his book examining
the section, Portrait of~ Decade (Baton Rouge:
State University Press, 1972).

Louisiana

The publication's wealth

of information proved invaluable to the author/producer of
the present paper and video production.
A valuable perspective on the photographers who made
up the FSA team has been provided by Hank O'Neal in his
St. Martin's Press, 1976).

book,~ Vision Shared (New York:

The book is a result of interviews with Historical Section
principals between 1973 and 1'975,

O'Neal's interviews

captured intimate and personal aspects of the individual
photographers and their FSA careers absent in other studies.
The Farm Security Administration photographs are all
housed in the Library of Congress.

They are catalogued by

subject, not by photographer or negative number, making it
somewhat difficult to locate specific negatives.

Sequences

of photographs made by different photographers in the same
regions are also on microfilm.

The reels are catalogued

according to subject, lot number, and the photographer's
whole work appears on each film.

In addition, the Prints
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and Photographs Division has notebooks of the photographers'
captions with negative numbers for each photograph in the
chronological order in which the photographs were made.
All photographs can be purchased from the Prints and Photographs Division.

Copies of FSA photography can also be

purchased from the International Museum of Photography at
George Eastman House, Rochester, New York.

The producer of

the present study secured photographs from both sources.
A film produced by the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(The Plow that Broke the Plains) featuring documentary
footage of the exodus of migrant workers from the "Dust
Bowl" has been purchased by the producer from the National
Audiovisual Center in Washington, D.C. and portions of the
film have been incorporated into the present video thesis.
The producer was fortunate in securing a videotaped
interview with photographer Russell Lee conducted in 1977
by Paul Hightower, associate professor of communication at
the University of Central Florida at Orlando.

Portions of

the videotape have also been incorporated into the program.
In addition to voice-over narrative, the present video
study's sound track features music and other sounds deemed
appropriate by the producer, as well as the actual voices
of President Franklin Roosevelt, Director Roy Stryker, and
photographers Dorothea Lange and Russell Lee.
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The RCA Victor Record Corporation has authorized the
producer to incorporate portions of one of the company's
record albums into the present video production.

Selected

songs are from the album Dust Bowl Ballads (LPV-502) recorded by balladeer Woody Guthrie in 1940.

Songs selected

for incorporation into the production include "I Ain't Got
No Home In This World Anymore" and "Do Re Mi."

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The Farm Security Administration photographic project
presently being considered influenced not only government
and American history, but also the development of art and
photojournalism in the United States.

Because of the

project's far-reaching effects, the field is ripe with
opportunities for scores of important studies.

The present

study strives to give the reader/viewer general knowledge
and understanding of the project as a whole and also an
appreciation of the project's significance.
Because of the nature of television the video portion
of the present study emphasizes the photographs themselves.
Particular attention has been given to each photographer's
unique photographic style.

Evolutions in style during the

project's eight-year existence is carefully observed and
illustrated.

Significance of particular photographs in

the collection is also emphasized in the videotaped portion
of the present study.
In addition to examining the history, development and
personalities and attitudes of the principal players in
the Farm Security Administration photographic project, the
present study examines and answers the follo wing primary
research questions:

What was the impact of the FSA project
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on the history and development of photography, particularly
photojournalism and documentary photography?

What were

each photographer's unique contributions to the project?
What were the motives of the photographers and administrators participating in the project?
Secondary research questions examined by the present
study include:

What was Roy Stryker's unique administrative

style and how effective was his style?

What caused the

frequent controversies and clashes between Stryker and his
photographers and what effects did the controversies have
on the project?

What external criticisms affected the

project and what were the sources of these criticisms?
To what uses were the FSA photographs put and how effective
were these uses of the photographs?

How was the Historical

Section different and unique from other governmental photographic projects and agencies of the era?

THE FSA PROJECT'S IMPACT ON THE HISTORY OF PHOTOGRAPHY
No one person or group of persons invented documentary
photography.

The tradition of using photographs to show

reality dates back to the very beginnings of photography.
Among the first to practice the documentary approach to
photography in the United States was Mathew Brady (Taft,
1938), Jacob Riis (Newhall, 1938) and Lewis Hine (Gutman,
1967).

Brady was certainly within the documentary tradition

when he dispatched his photographers to the battlefields of
the Civil War.

Riis's work in the slums of New York City

in the 1890's and Hine's work in the sweatshops during
the early twentieth century are recognized landmarks in
documentary photography.

According to Hurley (1972), how-

ever, it must be acknowledged that there was a turning point
in the history of this esthetic style.

During America's

Depression the documentary photograph grew in importance.
The camera emerged from the studio and entered the streets
in great numbers (Sekula, 1975).

Magazines began to make

graphic use of "realistic" photography and photographers
developed individual styles that more accurately reflected
the harsh times (Newhall, 1964).
By the mid 19JO's photography, which up to that time
had been mostly a matter of landscapes and snapshots, was
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fast becoming discovered as a serious tool for improved
communication.

Small cameras, better suited for "street"

photography than the traditional, bulky cameras, were being
used for the first time in the United States.

Within a

few years, and with a suddenness matched only by the
introduction of television 12 years later, picture taking
became a national industry (Baldwin, 1974).
Perhaps Dorothea Lange best explained the documentary
approach to photography when she described it as the
recording of the social scene of the times (Lange, 1960).
It (documentary photography) mirrors the present
and documents for the future. It focuses on man
and his relation to mankind. It records his customs
at work, at war, at play, or his round of duties
through twenty-four hours of the day, the cycle of
seasons, or the span of life. It portrays his institutions, family, church, government, political
organizations, social clubs, labor meetings. It
shows not merely their facades, but seeks to reveal
the manner in which they function, absorb the life,
hold the loyalty, and influence the behavior of all
human beings. Documentary photography stands on its
own merits and has validity by itself. A single
photographic print may be "documentary," "art," or
"news," or none of these.
Lange and other documentary photographers thought of
themselves as creating a record, as complete as they could
make it, of the world as it was, so that the world of the
future could look back to see the past (Lange, 1960).

Like

the authors and reporters who were gathering personal
narratives and histories, the documentary photographers
saw their work as raw data which people in times to come
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could use, not only to learn what the nation had been like,
but also how to avoid making the same mistakes in their own
times.

Because documentary photographers considered their

work as having historical significance, they felt a sense
of moral responsibility, to their subjects and their contemporary audience, certainly, but also to generations to
come (Ohrn, 1977),
Accompanying a trend in the early 19JO's away from
pictorialism and toward realism was an increasingly
frequent use of "realistic" photography by the country's
newspapers (Severin, 1964).

At the beginning of the decade,

few newspapers had photographers on their staffs, and photographs appeared infrequently in the press.

As noted by

Ohm (1977), the exception was the sensational "jazz" press
where photographs, often highly manipulated, were used for
the emotional impact on readers.

By the end of the Depres-

sion, the wire services were transmitting photographs to
their subscribers, most newspapers had hired photographers,
and a large number of general-circulation magazines had
emerged in which news was shaped entirely around photographs.
The work of the Farm Security Administration photographic
unit, and the increasingly frequent use of FSA photographs
by newspaper and magazine editors (pictures were free and
prompt delivery was promised) played a major role in the
growth in popularity of "candid" photography.
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Life (a frequent user of FSA photographs) was the
first popularly-priced picture magazine to succeed, hitting
the newsstands in November of 1936.

Look followed in 1937.

The popularity of Life and Look was paralleled by a growth
in newspaper photojournalism, and pages of picture essays
were regularly featured in newspapers by the end of the
decade (Mich, 1947).
Looking back on the Historical Section's photographic
project after his retirement, Roy Stryker affirmed his
belief that the FSA project contributed significantly to
the history of photography.
"Yes, we were journalism," said Stryker (1972).
were in the same seedbed as Life and Look.

"We

We did play

an important role in the rise of photojournalism."
The news pictures of the day were the "noun" and the
"verb," Stryker, said, while the FSA photographs were the
"adjectives."

ROY STRYKER:

THE MAN AND THE ADMINISTRATOR

The man destined to organize and lead the country's
most comprehensive photographic project to date was introduced to the use of pictures while an instructor of
economics at Columbia University (Hurley, 1972).

Stryker

was a member of a growing group of educators who proposed
greater use of visual aids in the classroom.

Because of

his visual interests and skills he was given the assignment
of selecting pictures to be used as illustrations for a
university publication, American Economic Life.

Stryker

soon discovered that photographs were not being used properly by the media to illustrate social problems or economic
points of view (Stryker, 1964).

In fact, magazines of the

day used photographs only to present an idealized view of
life, rather than an honest portrayal of life as it actually
was.

The leading magazines employed photographers who were

skilled technicians, but they tended to consider a photograph as an end in itself, an attitude Stryker never was
to adopt or approve of (Newhall, 1964).
Young Stryker's use of photographs and illustrations
impressed his colleague at Columbia, Rexford Guy Tugwell,
and when Tugwell became a member of President Franklin D.
Roosevelt's "Brain Trust," the energetic Stryker soon found
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on the government payroll in Washington.

In 1935 Stryker

was offered employment with the newly-created Resettlement
Administration, headed by Tugwell.
title:

Stryker was given the

"Chief of the Historical Section."

The position's

job description was unclear, both as to his duties and as
to Stryker's status within the Resettlement Administration.
Tugwell's written statement of Stryker's duties specified
that Stryker was to "direct the activities of investigators,
photographers, economists, sociologists, and statisticians
engaged in the accumulation and organization of reports,
statistics, photographic materials, vital statistics,
agricultural surveys, and maps necessary to make accurate
descriptions of all the various phases of the Resettlement
Administration particularly with regard to the historical,
sociological and economic aspects of the several programs
and their accomplishments (Hurley, 1972).
Following several months of indecisiveness and groping
for direction, Stryker elected to concentrate on the photographic aspects of his job description (Stryker, 1972).
With a healthy budget and a free hand, the new director
began his search for photographers.

First to be hired was

Arthur Rothstein, a former student of Stryker;s at Columbia
and a person with needed darkroom knowledge.

Stryker later

added Carl Mydans, Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, Ben Shahn,
Russell Lee, Marion Post Wolcott, Jack Delano, John Vachon
and John Collier to the photographic team (Stryker, 1964).
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Stryker gave each of his photographers considerable
personal freedom.

He did, however, make specific requests

and demands from time to time.

Each photographers, with the

exception of Walker Evans, was given a shooting script
prior to leaving on an assignment.

Evans, Stryker soon

discovered, would not tolerate and did not accept guidance,
suggestions or comments on his photographic work (Hurley,

1972).
Stryker often insisted that each photographer study
an area's geography and economic history before journeying
to that location on assignment.

He frequently supplied

his photographers with books and designated specific pages
as required reading.

Stryker once grounded photographer

Mydans when it became apparent that the photographer did
not understand the important role played by cotton in
the state Mydans was assigned to cove.r (Mydans, 1964).
Stryker himself enjoyed an encyclopedic knowledge of
the economic forces at work in the various regions of the
United States (Stanley, 1941).

Stryker's insistence that

photographers in the various states know exactly what it
was they were photographing and how it related to the
overall regional socioeconomic picture was one of the
primary factors that made the photographs taken by the
Historical Section different from other pictures being
taken at the time by other branches of the government
(Stryker, 1964) .

THE PHOTOGRAPHERS
Walker Evans
Walker Evans is generally considered to be the finest
photographer employed by Stryker and the Historic Section.
He was also as different from the other photographers as
it was possible for a man to be.

His photographic tech-

niques, working habits, personality and philosophy regarding
photography stand apart from all other members of the FSA
team.
With his large, awkward view camera, Evans sought to
capture a single picture which he believed summed up the
whole statement he wanted to make.

Unlike others on the

staff, and much to Roy Stryker's displeasure, Evans took
few pictures (Stryker, 1972).
pondered and composed.
taken seriously.

Each shot was thoroughly

He fiercely insisted on being

He considered photography an art, and

insisted that he be treated as an artist (Evans, 1976).
It was, perhaps, more out of necessity than desire
that Evans, living hand-to-mouth out of a tine New York
apartment, applied for a job as a government photographer
(Hurley, 1972).

Stryker was impressed with Evans' cool

professionalism and technical skills and initially overlook
the photographer's aloofness and annoying ego (Stryker,

1964).
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Evans joined the FSA staff in 1935 and soon set a new
standard of excellence in the Historical Section that soon
affected all staff members.

His work was consistently of

the highest technical quality.

Though not prolific not

particularly cooperative, Stryker valued the photographer's
unique contributions to the team (Stryker, 1972).
For Evans, the deepest, if not the only responsibility
of the artist was to his subject matter.

Whether the

subject was a person or a house or a chair, if it was
meaningful to the artist he owed it his total concentration
(Hurley, 1972).

Evans lived for the creative act.

agency that hired him was unimportant.

The

The plans the

agency had for the photographs were unimportant to Evans.
The only important thing in Evans' mind was the photograph
itself.

Stryker did not agree with Evans' stern approach

to photography, but he could not help admiring the artists'
totality of commitment to excellence.
Evans was a loner.

Ignoring Stryker's suggestions,

Evans would simply disappear for months at a time, keep
no records of where he had been and eventually reappear
with a small number of excellent photographs.
"People often read things into my work," Evans said
prior to his death in 1975 (O'Neal, 1976).

"But I did not

consciously put these things in the photographs," he said.
"My work reflects only what is obvious," he concluded.
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"A fine photograph speaks for itself.

It needs no

explanation," insisted Evans (1964).
Unlike other photographers on the FSA staff, Evans
specialized in capturing emotionally-detached views with
his view camera.

His distant, cool images permitted un-

involved observation of the exotic poor which was not
possible with the works of others, particularly Dorothea
Lange's disturbing photographs of the poor and homeless.
The Evans-Stryker relationship was a strained one.
The two generally shared a mutual lack of respect and
trust for each other.

Evans' lack of cooperation became

too much for Stryker to endure, however, and in 1943
Stryker fired his gifted photographer.

Evans soon joined

the staff of Time and was later transferred to Fortune.
During his careers with the two magazines, Evans produced

28 photoessays.

After his retirement in 1965, Walker

Evans joined the faculty at Yale where he lectured until
his death in 1975.

Evans was given retrospective exhibitions

at the Museum of Modern Art in 1938, 1948, 1962, 1966, and

1971.
Dorothea Lange
Among those whose influence has been greatest on
American visual taste, the names Walker Evans and Dorothea
Lange deserve a special place.

Both are among the first

names mentioned when young photographers meet to discuss
great styles and approaches (Newhall, 1964).
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Lange began her photographic career as a traditional
studio photographer capturing soft-focus portraits for
San Francisco's middle class.

Lange developed strong

opinions regarding social injustice, however, and soon
abandoned her studio in favor of the street when the
Depression set in (Meltzer, 1978).

Her empathy for the

poor and jobless was evident in her work.

This new type

of photography was immediately noticed and praised by a
professor of economics at the University of California.
Paul Taylor (who would later marry Lange) realized that
Lange had hit upon a direct and bold photographic style
that could be used effectively in the professor's economic
reports and Taylor hired the photographer.

Together they

produced illustrated studies examining the plight of
California's poor (Heyman, 1978).

When Roy Stryker was

introduced to Lange's work in 1938 he was greatly impressed
(Stryker, 1964) and offered her a staff position on the
FSA team.
Since the majority of Lange's work would be done in
the west, Stryker did not insist that the photographer
establish her headquarters in Washington, but rather let
her continue to work out of her Berkeley home and studio.
Although this arrangement later led to major conflicts
between Lange and Stryker, the arrangement worked well
during Lange's first year on the Historical Section staff.
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Stryker said that of all the photographers who worked
for the Farm Security Administration, Lange "had the most
sensitivity and the most rapport with people" (Wood, 1973).
In her photographs Stryker said he saw
the great feeling for human beings she had which was
so valuable. She could go into a field and a man
working there would look up, and he must have had
some feeling that there was a wonderful woman, that
she was going to be sympathetic, and this never failed
to show in her work (Stryker, 1964).
A victim of polio as a child, Lange was handicapped
her entire life.

She found her lameness was an advantage

to her in the field, however.
To be crippled or a disabled person gives an immense
advantage. Persons are kinder to you. It gets you
off on a different level than if you go into a
situation whole and secure. My lameness as a child
truly opened gates for me (Lange, 1960).
Unlike other photographers on the Historical Section
team Lange never posed the subjects of her photographs,
but rather strived to capture telling moments and detail
that existed in the natural state.

In her comprehensive

study examining Lange's field techniques, Ohm (1977) stated
that Lange would drive down the road until she saw a setting
she wanted to photograph, slowly get out of her car, and
casually look around.

When she saw something specific she

wanted to capture on film, Lange quietly took out her camera
and pretended to be interested in photographing something
else.

When she spotted a good photograph she quickly spun

around, fired her camera, then returned to her car.
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Lange did not attempt to control the action, expressions or attitudes of her subjects as did her colleague
Arthur Rothstein.

Nor did she necessarily wait for expres-

sions of anxiety or concern.

As is evident from comparison

of their work, Lange was more likely to photograph the
naturally changing facial expressions of her subjects or
the thoughtful pauses in their speech rather than the
"peaks" as Rothstein suggests he did (Ohrn, 1977).
Lange continued her photographic activities until her
death in 1965,

She was the recipient of a Guggenheim

Fellowship in 1941 to photograph three cooperative religious
communities and during World War II worked with the Office
of War Information producing photographs of interned
Japanese in California (Lange, 1964).

She spent the final

months of her life working on a retrospective exhibition
that opened at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1966
(Meltzer, 1978).
Arthur Rothstein
Arthur Rothstein was the first person hired by Stryker
when the Historical Section was established in 19J6.

The

21-year-old Rothstein was not a photographer when he v;as
employed by Stryker, but he did have knowledge of darkroom
requirements and established the section's first facility.
As he often did during his FSA career, however, Stryker
urged all members of his staff to take pictures (Rothstein,

2.5
1964) and the darkroom technician discovered he enjoyed
the artistic side of photography more than the darkroom
work (Hurley, 1972).
Rothstein was often explicit in posing his subjects.
He would ask people to repeat actions, giving them exact
instructions, much the same way a film director guides
the actions of the actors.

Stryker occasionally criti-

cized the posed quality of many of Rothstein's photographs,
but the director did not discourage the photographer from
continuing the practice, especially when it meant getting
a photograph needed for the file (Ohm, 1977).

Stryker

wrote Rothstein in Lincoln, Nebraska in 1940 advising the
photographer to secure pictures of the Debt Adjustment
Committee at work, "even if staged."

Stryker later told

Rothstein the photographs of the committee "at work" were
"the best we have had."

However, Stryker added,

One criticism which was made by the "experts" is that
the pictures look a little bit too posed. Ho wever,
I am not worried about it. If you should be taking
pictures of this sort again, watch the detail of the
people as they are posed. All four men have fountain
pens in their hands poised for writing which would
be unlikely in an actual situation (Stryker, 1972).
In 1940 Rothstein left the Historical Section to join
the staff of Look.

Today he is an editor of Parade, in

charge of photography.
Russell Lee
In many ways Russell Lee was the ideal FSA photographer,
especially from Stryker's point of view.

Not only was Lee
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a fine photographer, but he also followed directions,
observed deadlines and consistently provided Stryker with
the kinds of photographs the director wanted and needed
to please clients.

Lee was a photographer Stryker knew

he could trust and rely on (Hurley, 1972).
Lee had an uncanny ability to move into an area
quietly and emerge a few days later with pictures that
showed he had been completely accepted as a member of the
community.

His work often had a friendly "family album"

quality that provided an honest and welcome contrast to
some of the harsher photographic statements that other
agency photographs made (Stryker, 1972).
Careful study of Lee's work reveals that he was primarily concerned with people; inside their homes and places
of worship, business or recreation (O'Neal, 1976).

Lee

felt that if he could get inside someone's home it was
possible to gain a truer picture of that person's life
( Lee , 1 97 7 ) •
Russell Lee left the Historical Section in 1942 to
join the Office of War Information.

After the war he was

an active photographer for other government agencies and
private industries and became associated with the University
of Missouri Photo Workshop in 1948, serving as director for
eight years.
faculty.

In 1965 Lee joined the University of Texas

He retired in late 1974 but contines to be
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active in photography in Texas.
Carl Mydans
Much has been said about the influence of the FSA
project on what was to become known as photojournalism or
documentary photography.

If anyone in the group was a

photojournalist, it was Carl Mydans who was a skilled
writer as well as a photographer.

Mydans was one of the

first professional photographers in the United States to
work exclusively with a 35 mm camera (Newhall, 1964).

He

contributed to the FSA file for only a few months, however,
before being lured away by publisher Henry Luce who planned
to launch a revolutionary new picture magazine.

Life was

being referred to as "Project X" by those participating.
The new venture would allow Mydans to write, as well as
take pictures (Mydans, 1964).
Mydans went on to beccme one of the most honored of
the Life photojournalists.
Jack Delano
When Arthur Rothstein left the Historical Section in

1940 Stryker replaced him with Jack Delano, an artistturned-photographer.

Delano's first job in photography

was for the United Fund of New York, replacing a photographer
with whom the organization was dissatisfied and who had
been dismissed.

Delano later learned he had replaced Lewis

Hine, now regarded as a pioneer in documentary photography.
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After the FSA photographic project ended, Delano
continued his interests in photography in Puerto Rico but
also pursued careers in music and television production.
For several years he served as general manager for the
government's television and radio service on the island
(Hurley, 1972).
John Vachon
John Vachon was an unemployed graduate student in
Washington when he was hired by Stryker as a messenger.
Vachon's duties included copying captions on the backs of
photographs to be sent to newspapers.

But after a year of

tedious office work, Vachon asked Stryker if he could try
his hand at photography.

Stryker, always the enthusiastic

teacher, released Vachon from his office tasks and allowed
him to roam the streets of Washington with a camera (Vachon,

1964).
After his FSA career Vachon went to Look magazine
where he worked in the photographic department and later
taught photography and completed a novel.

He died in 1975,

John Collier
John Collier joined the Historical Section in 1941,
a time when the emphasis within the section was slowly
shifting towards the documentation of war preparedness
(O'Neal, 1976).
Collier made no effort to photograph the dramatic.
His work was very straightforward and direct.

The undramatic,
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Collier believed, best portrayed what was really going on
in the country (Collier, 1964).
Collier believed the country's Indians were not being
represented in the FSA files and made efforts to correct
the shortcoming.

His work in New Mexico added a unique,

and much needed dimension to the work of the Historical
Section.
When the Historical Section dissolved in 1943, Collier
followed other staff photographers to the nearby Office of
War Information and later entered commercial photography.
Since 1955 he has been exploring the use of photography
to better understand human behavior.

Collier is presently

associated with the San Francisco Art Institute (Hurley,

1972) .
Marion Post Wolcott
In 1938, Stryker hired a second woman photographer.
Marion Post Wolcott came to the Historical Section as a
former feature and fashion photographer for the Philadelphia
Evening Bulletin who had lost interest in photographing the
middle and upper classes (O'Neal, 1976).
Post Wolcott's romantic view of the country fitted
well with the new direction that the Historical Section was
taking in the late thirties.

She brought a new style to the

project, a more positive portrayal of America.

Her photo-

graphs of day laborers gambling, dancing and enjoying
their hard-earned money are some of the best in the file

JO
(Hurley, 1972).
Post Wolcott resigned in 1942 after finding it too
difficult to raise a family and hold down a demanding
job at the same time.

After more than three decades of

inactiveness, however, she returned to photography in

1976 (O'Neal, 1976).
Ben Shahn
While Walker Evans was drumming away at the need for
technical perfection in the Historical Section, his friend,
painter Ben Shahn, was showing Stryker other valuable approaches to pictures.

Although not officially employed

by the Historical Section, Shahn's negatives made their way
into the agency's files.

Shahn was actually employed by

the Special Skills Division of the Resettlement Division,
an agency concerned with the fine arts, paintings, posters
and murals.

While employed by Special Skills, however,

Shahn took hundreds of photographs, planning to use the
images as patterns for later paintings and murals (Shahn,

1964).

Stryker was impressed with Shahn's photographs,

however, and arranged to have his negatives add to the
Historical Section's files (Stryker, 1964).
Although he lived and worked closely with Walker
Evans, Shahn did not share Evans' overwhelmingly negative
attitude towards Roy Stryker.

"Roy was just another bureau..:.

crat to me, but I knew that without Roy this thing would
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have died," said Shahn (1964) .

"He was the one who was

constantly up on the hill keeping the project alive."

INTERNAL IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES
Roy Stryker was an economist, not a photographer.
He was cursed, some of his photographers must have felt,
with a narrow appreciation of a photograph's true value.
"The photograph is not an end in itself," Stryker (1964)
once insisted.

"The photograph is only a subsidiary, the

little brother, of the word," he said.
This photographic philosophy ran directly counter with
those held my his photographers, especially Walker Evans
and Dorothea Lange.

Differences of opinion over the value,

use and purpose of photographs fostered a long-simmering
uneasiness between Stryker and some members of his staff.
Roy Stryker did not consider photography as an art
form.

Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans did.

The serious

difference of opinion did not improve relationships during
the Historical Section's eight years.
Stryker opposed any photographer who adopted an
"artistic" approach to his or her work (Hurley, 1972).
In Stryker's view, the photographers could use any technique
that would contribute to the visual statement as long as
such manipulation was performed before the shutter was
tripped (Ohm, 1977).
Stryker thought of the FSA project a s a group effort,
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while Evans knew that artists did their important and best
work alone.

Stryker thought that the unit's function was

to help reform the country's ills, while Evans believed
that an artist's function was to describe life.

Even worse,

Stryker was an extroverted, outspoken optimist while Evans
was an introverted, skeptical aristocrat (Hurley, 1972).
Evans did not recall his experiences with the FSA
fondly.

He did not personally or professionally like or

trust Stryker.

He did not trust Stryker's judgements,

opinions, or photographic philosophy (O'Neal, 1976).

The

strained relationship between Stryker and Evans began to
deteriorate seriously while Evans was wintering leisurely
(in Stryker's opinion) in the South in 1942.

Letters

exchanged during the time indicates that Stryker was becoming increasingly impatient with Evans because of his
small output, general disinterest in photographs needed
to complete the file in Washington and a lack of understanding (or interest in) the complicated bureaucratic
problems Stryker was facing alone.

From Evans' point of

view, however, "Stryker did not understand that a photograph might be something more than merely an item to file
away.

We were born to clash" (O'Neal, 1976).
Unlike other photographers on the Historical Section

team, Evans' refused to abandon his large-format view
camera in favor of the 35 mm camera.

The crispness of a
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photograph, possible only through the use of a detailrich, large negative, was a vital element in a fine photograph, Evans believed.

Stryker, however, did not appreciate

Evans' peculiar (in Stryker's opinion) ways.

"When Walker

would get to worrying too much about technique I'd bring
out Ben Shahn's photographs and say 'Look at what Shahn
has done with his little Leica and he doesn't know one
part of a camera from another.'"

The statement must have

been especially aggravating to the quality-conscious Evans.
The mutual lack of respect between Stryker and Evans
explains, perhaps, why the photographer was the first
member of the photographic team to be severed when budget
cuts forced Stryker to trim his staff.

In one rare letter

to Evans (Stryker generally let Evans roam the country at
his own pace) Stryker wrote:
Your monthly expenditures look pretty large and
unless I can lay lots of pictures down with your
name on them each month, I am afraid I am going to
be in for difficulty. After all, the Resettlement
Administration is putting out to you each month a
pretty nice sume of money and they have a right to
expect certain returns. Their ideas differ somewhat from yours, perhaps, but the way for you to get
the opportunity of doing the thing you want is to
satisfy them.
Evans was an artist who required special handling.
Stryker was impressed with the stark simplicity of Evans'
approach.

Evans, however, never saw the importance of

Stryker's role.

He ignored his advice and suggestions,

and for a time, Stryker was forced to let the photographer
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go his own way until Stryker's patience wore thin in 1937
and Evans was fired (Stryker, 1964).
Stryker's relationship with Dorothea Lange was
generally harmonious.

Stryker respected Lange's admin-

istrative abilities.

Though more cooperative than Walker

Evans, Lange did have her idiosyncrasies which often
caused administrative grief for Stryker.

Lange was accus-

tomed to developing her own film and printing her own
enlargements.
photographers.

This right is taken for granted by most
This protective attitude, however, led to

serious conflicts between Lange and her employer (Meltzer,
1978).
Lange, unlike the other photographers, did not work
out of the Washington FSA offices, but rather lived, and
worked, in California.

During the first few months of her

work with the Historical Section, Lange either did her own
developing, or hired her friend Ansel Adams to develop
her negatives.

Anxious to accomodate her photographers

as far as he possibly could, Stryker made a deal with
Lange to help finance a darkroom in Berkeley where she
would develop and print, and then send the negatives and
one guide print to Washington (Lange, 1960).

Even this

compromise, however, did not please Lange who became
increasingly possessive about her negatives as government
red tape, delays, and poor mail arrangements, and sloppy
printing angered her.

But her principal complaint was bad
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printing and use of her photographs.

Eventually Lange

felt forced to take matters in her own hands and, according to Stryker, "borrow negatives on the strength of her
appearance at the FSA office, and we nearly had to call
the sheriff to get them back" (Heyman, 1978).
From the beginning of Lange's career with the Farm
Security Administration her living in California caused
difficulties.

Cross-country mail was slow and letters

between Stryker and Lange often crossed paths with contradictory messages.

Even more crucial was the issue of

sending undeveloped film, negatives and prints back and
forth between Berkeley and Washington.

Lange felt very

strongly that she should maintain personal control over
the quality of her work, from beginning to end, rather
than trust it to a government laboratory thousands of
miles away (Meltzer, 1978).
To compensate for an apparent sense of loss, Lange
began to edit her negatives before sending them to Stryker,
keeping a few for herself (Ohm, 1977).

Either Stryker was

not aware that she was doing this or he chose to ignore it.
He explicitly rejected the idea of her keeping a duplicate
negative file.
Lange was released by Stryker in 1942 following a
confrontation with Stryker over possession of negatives.
Lange insisted on borrowing a quantity of negatives and
taking them to California for printing but Stryker refused
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her request.

In a letter to Russell Lee, Stryker related

that "her coming here is a sad story which I will have to
tell you later.

The outcome of it I don't know.

There

is too much work to let the place be paralyzed by her
silly ideas."

USE OF HISTORICAL SECTION PHOTOGRAPHS
The FSA's Historical Section was not the only group
in the federal government during the 1930's that produced
photographs for public use.

The Department of Interior,

Department of Agriculture and, in fact, 70 percent of all
federal agencies used photographs produced by internal
staffs (Hurley, 1972).
work of the FSA team.

Three factors distinguished the
First, its staff was professional.

FSA photographers were never employed because they
needed work (Stryker, 1964).

A second difference between

the FSA photographers and those of other agencies was a
commitment by each member to a policy of truthfulness.
The FSA photographs were often used as propaganda, but it
was propaganda in the best sense, that is the photographs
focused attention on real problems and offered solutions.
A third difference between the unit's photographers and
other government photographers was each member's sense
of history.

The FSA Historical Section staff sought to

capture the agency's work against the backdrop of the
entire national life.
It was for these reasons, perhaps, that the FSA photographs were so widely used by the country's ne wspapers,
magazines and book publishers who, for the most part, refused
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to use work made available by other governmental agencies
(Severin, 1964).
After the section's reputation for quality prints had
spread throughout editors' offices across the country,
virtually every major newspaper began to publish the
agency's pictures (Ohm, 1977),

Magazines which made use

of FSA photographs included Collier's, Time, Life, Look,
Newsweek, Survey Graphic, McCalls, and Travel.

Relations

between Stryker and the nation's magazine editors became
such that during the section's last three years Stryker
began to instruct his photographers to shoot pictures with
particular publications in mind (Stryker, 1964).
Books published with FSA photographs included
Archibald MacLeish, Land of the Free (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and Company, 19J8); Sherwood Anderson, Home Town
(New York:

Alliance Book Corporation, 1940); Walker Evans,

American Photographs (New York:

Museum of Modern Art, 19J8);

James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (New York:

Harcourt

Brace and Company, 1941) and Rupert Vance, How the Other
Half is Housed (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1936).
Farm Security Administration traveling photography
exhibits evolved into sophisticated presentations.

"Doc-

uments of America," an exhibit of FSA photographs at the
First International Photographic Exposition at Grand Central
Palace in New York (19J8) was later circulated by the Musuem
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of Modern Art (Ohm, 1977).

The largest exhibitions of

Historical Section photographs were at the California
Pacific International Exposition in San Diego (1936),
the Texas Centennial in Dallas (1936), and the Great Lakes
Exposition in Cleveland (1935).
Farm Security Administration photographs also accompanied several reports on migrant labor and tenancy conditions issued by the federal government and were used as
evidence in the Tolan Committee hearings on civil rights
of migrant workers in 1941.
As mentioned earlier, the Farm Security Administration
was not the only nor even the first federal agency to use
photography.

In his study of government publicity, James

McCamy (1939) found that the FSA followed the same pattern
as other agencies, distributing unrequested pictures to
the major news picture agencies, and "sometimes the publicity agent visited rotogravure editures or news service
managers with a portfolio of pictures on share-croppers,
drought refugees, migrants, or Resettlement communities."
What made the Historical Section unusual were the kinds
of photographs the agency distributed, the sheer number of
photographs made, and the variety of channels used to get
them before the public.

By 1942, Stryker and his staff

had amassed over 270,000 photographs made in all regions
of the country.

Hundreds of these were published in news-
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papers, magazines, government pamplets, and books, and
exhibited in schools and libraries, department stores,
museums and at professional conventions (Ohrn, 1977).
Examples of newspapers using FSA photographs include
the Boston Sunday Post pictorial color feature section,
February 1937; Des Moines Register and Tribune, Sunday
rotogravure section, 10 January 1937 (this feature was
syndicated and published in other Sunday picture magazines);
New York Times Magazine, 10 June 1937 and 11 April 1937;
and the Washington Daily News, 2 July 1936.
Government pamplets which accepted and published
FSA photographs include:

U.S. Department of Agriculture,

The Negro in America Agriculture (Washington, D.C.:

U.S.

Government Printing Office, July 1940); U.S. Department of
Commerce, Small Town Manual for Community Action (Washington,
D.C.:

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942); and C.E.

Lively and Conrad Taenker, "Rural Migration in the U.S.,"
Research Monograph 19, WRA Division of Research (Washington
D.C.:

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1939).
McCamy found that most government publicity offices

offered straight news photographs "not outstanding for
imagination in content, but conforming to the standard
practices of a press that shows a paucity of originality."
In contrast, the Farm Security Administration photographs
showed commonplace scenes of land and people in ways that
were often dramatic, yet accurate, and showed aesthetic as
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well as personal consideration for the subjects.

Also

unlike other government series of photographs, Stryker
used the new form of the photo essay, by distributing the
photographs in series and by encouraging the photographers
to take part in editing their work into the photo essay
form.

APPENDIX A

EXAMPLE OF STRYKER SHOOTING SCRIPT
FROM: R.E. Stryker
TO: All Photographers

FSA
1936

HOME IN THE EVENING
Photographs showing the various ways that different
ways that people in different income groups spend
their evenings, for example:
Informal clothes
Listening to the radio
Bridge
Guests
ATTENDING CHURCH
Follow through a set of pictures showing people on
their way from home to church:
Getting out of church
Visiting and talking
Returning to home
Talking in the vestibule

WHERE CAN PEOPLE MEET?
Well-to-do
Country clubs
Homes
Lodges
Poor
Beer halls
Pool Halls
Saloons
Street corners
Cigar stores
BACKYARDS
What do you see out of the kitchen window?
Different income groups
PEOPLE ON AND OFF THE JOB
How much different do people look and act when they
are on the job and when they are off?
THE BASEBALL DIAMOND AS AN IMPORTANT PART OF OUR LANDSCAPE
THE WALL DECORATIONS IN HOMES AS AN INDEX TO THE DIFFERENT
INCOME GROUPS AND THEIR ATTITUDES
THE HIGHWAY

Men at work pictures. We are short of these pictures
Highway building - big stuff
Emphasize the me·n

APPENDIX B

VIDEO

AUDIO

HEADLINES

DRUM ROLLS

FILM: The
Plow Whhl
Broke The
Plains--

NARRATOR: The stock market crash of
October 25, 1929, signaled the first
day of America's worst decade. The
Great Depression which followed left
one in four out of work, out of money,
and out of hope. The four-year drought
beginning in 1932 dealt a second cruel
blow, hitting hardest at the already
poverty stricken rural farmers of the
Dust Bowl .... a scorched, cracked area
stretching from Texas to the Dakotas.
By the end of the 19JO's, a million
migrants wandered America, most heading
west towards an envisioned "Peach Bowl"
in California where more unexpected
grief awaited them.
"I see one-third of a nation illhoused, ill-clad, and ill-nourished,"
said Franklin Roosevelt. But his words
fell on cynical ears. With the Teapot
Dome scandals still fresh in the public's
mind, the words of politicians met with
suspicion and resistence. Roosevelt
soon realized that his greatest task was
to educate .... to educate the Congress,
and to educate the public.
There was no television, of course,
to capture and transmit the grim faces
of the Depression. The country's newspapers were generally hostile to the
President and his plans. Roosevelt
could use only the medium of radio in
his attempts to rally the country behind
his New Deal proposals.
ROOSEVELT: This great nation will endure,
as it has endured. It will revive and it
will prosper. But first of all, let me
assert my firm belief that the only thing
we have to fear is fear itself .... nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror
which paralyzes needed efforts to convert
retreat into advance.
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NARRATOR: But Roosevelt's radio broadcasts could transmit only words. And as
convincing as they were, his words could
not accurately portray the despair and
poverty which tainted the country. Only
photographs could do that. And it was
through the use of photography that the
President found his most persuasive tool.
Today, filed in steel cabinets in
the Library of Congress (Prints and
Photographs Division) in Washington, the
country's most ambitious photographic
project awaits attention from scholars
and students of documentary photography.
The nearly quarter of a million negatives
and prints, compiled by Roosevelt's Farm
Security Administration, have been called
the world's most unique and important
collection of photographs. They are, as
one critic labeled them, "pictures that
altered America."
Many of the photographers participating in the project have become legends
in their trade: Walker Evans, Dorothea
Lange, Carl Mydans, Arthur Rothstein,
Russell Lee, and even Ben Shahn the noted
painter who, for a time, abandoned his
oils in favor of the camera.
The now famous FSA photographic file
was not Roosevelt's own idea. He had
gathered around him a group of reform
minded intellectuals, his "Brain Trust,"
who were busily originating bold, new
ideas in government. Included in the
group was Rexford Guy Tugwell who realized the Farm Security Administration
(an agency dedicated to relocating the
rural poor to productive lands) needed
a public relations arm because of its
socialistic overtones. To direct the
department, or the Historical Section,
as it was soon called, Tugwell called on
his colleague from Columbia University,
economist Roy Stryker.
Stryker seemed an unlikely candidate
for the job. He was not a photographer,
but he had a flair for illustration and
the effective use of photographs. "The
photograph," he said, "that little rectangle -- that's one of the damnest
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educational devices that was ever made."
Stryker and his team of photographers roamed the United States for eight
years, from 1935 until 1943, capturing
images of strife and day-to-day life in
rural and urban America. The body of
work the Historical Section managed to
produce is incredible, viewed from any
standpoint. During its entire eight
years, the section was hindered by
limited funds, conflicts between Stryker
and the photographers, and a generally
hostile Congress and public which either
considered it a waste of taxpayers' money
to take pictures or did not want the
bleak conditions recorded and published.
Nevertheless, the Historical Section
endured.
The collection offers a massive
portrait of America that is totally without precedent. No other nation has ever
been so closely examined.
"Ehat do people do in their leisure
time?" Stryker asked his photographers
in the field. "I want pictures of where
they meet, and how they look, and how
they dress. What do people do on Saturdays? Give me pictures of all classes.
The rich and the poor and those in the
middle. Leave not rock unturned," he
instructed his photographers. They
didn't.
In the course of its development
and growth, the Historical Section developed many new photographic possibilities.
Beginning as a propaganda agency for a
controversial federal project, the group
broadened its interests from rural poverty to include life in the small towns,
the cities, and good farms and lands
across America. No single set of generalizations can be used to summarize the
ambitious project. Only one generalization applies to the entire period:
Stryker and his artists were effective,
both as propagandists and as pioneers
of a new style of photography -- photojournalism.
.
But the project's greatest social
contribution was its central role in
changing public opinion and redirecting

PHOTOGRAPH OF
DOROTHEA LANGE

PHOTOGRAPHS
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the thrust of government towards the
remedying of social ills , poverty and
unemployment of Thirties America. The
~tark, blunt photographs , reproduced
in countless newspapers, books and magazines during the 1930 ' s and early 1940 ' s
conveyed unpleasant and unflattering
truths which could not be ignored by
anyone .
Dorothea Lange is , perhaps , the
best known graduate of the FSA school .
Her highly intimate , revealing photographs of people in need are certainly
among the best in the collection. Lange
stood at the head of the team in terms
of both quality and quantity .
Lange was the supreme humanist on
the FSA staff . Other photographers ,
notable Ben Shahn , had the ability to
capture moving visual scenes and state ments , but no one did it with such regularity and compassion as Lange .
Lange had very strong feelings
about social injustive and her feelings
came through clearly in her prints .
There were few ambiguities in her work
that hammered away at the senses and cut
directly to the heart of the problem .
Unlike other photographers on the
team , Lange had no problem making her
subjects feel at ease in her presence .
Lange ' s photographs are spontaneous,
unposed , natural and honest .
There were few precedents for the
kind of documentary photography Lange
had begun , first in California and later
as a part of the Farm Security Administration team. With the possible exception of Lewis Hine , there was no one from
whom she could have learned the method
she was to develop: the weaving of words
and photographs to create documents that
would encourage social change . Still to day this type of photography eludes a
name or definition which satisfies everyone . Speaking in 1965 , just before her
death , Lange told interviewer Suzanne
Reiss at the University of California
the name "documentary" photography would
have to do, in the absence of a better
title .
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LANGE: I haven't been able to come up
with a substitute. Beaumont Newhall is
the best photographic historian we have
and he doesn't like the word "documentary"
:ither. He says it's too late to change
it now, but maybe we could if we could
come up with the right one. But it does
not come up. People often tell me I was
the first one, but it just isn't so.
When you ' re anything you find people who
were there one hundred years ago . But
the impulse that I had didn't stem from
anyone else. I went out absolutely in
the blind .
"MIGRANT MOTHER
PHOTOGRAPH BY
LANGE

PHOTOGRAPH OF
WALKER EVANS

II

NARRATOR : Of the quarter of a million
photographs compiled by the FSA team ,
this picture, captured by Lange in
California in 1936 is, without doubt ,
the best known and most widely published.
Lange ' s "Migrant Mother" came to stand
for the entire agency's eight year
project . It is certainly the most powerful photograph in the file .
"I saw and approached the hungry
mother as if drawn by a magnet," Lange
recalled . "I do not remember how I
explained my presence or camera to her,
but I do remember she asked me no questions . I made five exposures, working
closer and closer from the same direction.
I did not ask her name . But she told me
her age -- thirty two. She said she had
been living on frozen vegetables from
the fields , and on birds the children
had killed . She had just sold the tires
from the car to buy food."
In contrast to Dorothea Lange's
penetrating, intimate photographic style ,
Walker Evans specialized in capturing
cold, emotionally-detached scenes. Evans
is generally regarded as the finest
photographer on the staff. But his
photography bore little resemblence to
the work of others on the team . Evans
was a loner, an egotist, a perfectionist.
He considered his work art , and demanded
that he be treated as an artist. He
insisted on using a large and awkward

PHOTOGRAPH BY
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view camera to capture, in a single exposure, a picture that summed up the whole
statement that he wanted to make.
His photographic style developed
a merciless directness. His pictures
were carefully and respectfully done.
He was an extremely serious photographer
who had few additional interests or
thoughts. He did not care what the
other photographers on the team were
doing, and he had no use for Roy Stryker
or his suggestions, and absolutely refused to follow his directions.
Stryker soon realized that if he
wanted to keep Evans on the team he
would have to gandle the temperamental
photographer with kid gloves. Evans was
never given the dull, routine "progress
pictures" assignments that all of the
other photographers had to do. Evans
was left to find his own way and follow
his own style, which meant disappearing
for months at a time, keeping no records
of where he hqd been or was going, and
finally reappearing with a small number
of outstanding photographs.
Discussing her impressions of Evans,
Dorothea Lange once said that "Walker
was completely oblivious to the fact
that he was part of an agency struggling
to justify its existence. He just took
his paychecks and disappeared."
After leaving the FSA team to work
for Time and Fortune magazines, Evans
did not recall his experiences in government fondly. His days with the FSA
were, he said, an embarrassment to
him.
Walker Evans was not interested in
telling political or sociological stories
with his photographs. For him, the deepest, indeed the only responsibility of
the artist was to his subject matter -whether it be a person , or a house, or a
chair. He lived for the creative act.
The agency that hired him, and for which
he worked , was unimportant. The only important thing was the photogr~ph itself.
Russell Lee was, perhaps, the ideal
FSA photographer. He was certainly Roy
Stryker's favorite team player. Lee
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PHOTOGRAPHS BY
RUSSELL LEE

never touched a camera until he was
over JO. He was trained as a chemical
engineer but found it unsatisfying and
turned to photography, where he excelled
in intimate pictures nearly as fine as
Dorothea Lange's. In fact, there are
contemporary critics who consider Lee's
work equal to Lange's.
Lee, like Lange, was capable of
arousing a quality of trust in people
he photographed. He had the ability to
photograph intimate areas of peoples'
lives when most photographers would
not have even gotten in the door.
LEE: I decided that it was important
to get into people's houses, to show
living conditions and life within the
house, and the details of what might be
on the mantle, or table. This could
tell you a great deal about their style
of life. Then what do they do in the
house -- eating, sleeping. Very important when you come right down to it.
How about the children? What was their
wardrobe, for example?
I went down to Iowa because I heard
there was a severe drought and I got
down there and I found some very, very
bad living conditions. That's where I
took that picture of the old, old homesteading couple. They must have been
85 or 90 years old. Completely worn
out. And I took a picture of her hands.
She just held them out like that. And
in another area rather close by there
were two families I visited. One was
the Atkinson family and they were almost
in rags. And they were eating Christmas
dinner. And it was nothing more than
four kids standing around the table eating. They didn't have anything to sit on.
They were just standing. You run into
situations like that and you realize how
desperate things were.
And about that time there were
floods along the Mississippi, the Ohio,
and the Missouri Rivers. And I got sent
off to photograph that. My job was_to
photograph some of the refugees corning
out and then photograph the aftermath.
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I was using a flash at the time.
I found that flash gave me some details
of the inside of the house which were
meaningful.
I was supposed to be out six weeks
on this first trip. Well, it ended up
about an eight or nine month job. I
took pictures for two or three days and
then did the processing of the negatives.
I had a special formula which I liked, so
I carried all the chemicals and a balance
of scales, and I got distilled water at
the drugstore. I just spent the day at
the hotel developing the sheet film.
Saturdays and Sundays were very important days. We never took those days
off, Those were important days because
the people would come in from the farms
to the county seat to get provisions,
including a lot of ice, which seems
strange now, but remember, they did
not have any electricity. It was
considered rather an important thing to
go into town Saturday morning with the
family, do the shopping, look around
the town, talk with the other farmers,
go to the feed stores. Now you see
what's happening here? We just followed
the lives of the people.
PHOTOGRAPH OF
ARTHUR ROTHSTEIN

PHOTOGRAPHS BY
ROTHSTEIN

"DUST STORM"
PHOTOGRAPH BY
ROTHSTEIN

NARRATOR: Arthur Rothstein was the
first person hired by Roy Stryker in
the first few weeks of the Historical
Section's existence. At the time, Rothstein was not a photographer, but a
darkroom technician.
Rothstein's photographic working
habits included asking subjects to pose
or repeat actions. On several accasions
Stryker urged Rothstein to try to reduce
the stiff, unnatural nature of many of
his photographs, but Stryker never instructed Rothstein to cease the practice.
Rothstein did not intentionally try
to deceive by setting up photographic
images. He sought only to convey a message or make a photographic statement
regarding the truth in the most easily
understood and recognized manner.
Rothstein's best known photograph,
in fact one of the collection's best
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"DROUGHT"
PHOTOGRAPHS
BY ROTHSTEIN

PHOTOGRAPH OF
JOHN VACHON

known images, second only to Lan ge's
"Migrant Mother," is his "Dust Bowl,
Cimarron County" picture. The photograph of a father and his children in
a dust storm came to symbolize the devastation of the scorched land as it
arpeared in newspapers, books and magazines across the country. It is a little
known fact that the famous picture was
staged by Rothstein. In his book, Photojourn~lism: Pictures for Newspapers and
Magazines, Rothstein explained: "I
asked the little boy to drop back and
hold his hand over his eyes. The farmer
was asked to lean forward as he walked
into the wind. Finally, the whole scene
was made to take place in front of a
shed. This showed the effect of the
storm and the poverty of the farmer more
clearly than the other building."
A second Rothstein classic, another
"arranged" photograph, became the most
controversial picture in the file. On
assignment in North Dakota in 1936, Rothstein came upon an old, bleached steer
skull. Believing a visual combination
of the skull and nearby cracked earth
would make an effective illustration of
the drought, the photographer placed the
skull on the parched plot and captured the
scene on film. Experimenting with camera
angles, lighting and background, he
moved the skull to other locations and
photographed each scene,
A Fargo, North Dakota, ne wspaper
publisher, an ardent Roosevelt foe,
attempted to cast doubt on the entire
New Deal program by publicizing the
"phoney" FSA photographs. Other newspapers picked up the "fake pictures"
story and it became a national issue.
Newspapers accused the FSA photographers
of carrying "props" in order to create
misleading pictures.
Next to Dorothea Lange, John
Vachon was the Historical Section's
most sensitive photographer. He was
first hired by Stryker to copy ca ptions
on the backs of photographs being sent
out to newspapers, but he soon asked to
take pictures himself.
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PHOTOGRAPH OF
JOHN COLLIER

PHOTOGRAPHS BY
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PHOTOGRAPH OF
BEN SHAHN

PHOTOGRAPHS BY
BEN SHAHN

At first Vachon copied Walker
Evans' style, to the point of even
locating exact places where Evans had
made photographs and then reshooting
the scene. But the young, impression-·
able Vachon soon found he had a style
of his own.
Like so many others associated with
the Historical Section, John Collier did
n?t b~gin ~is career as a photographer.
His first interest was in painting, but
he found photography best suited his
desire to communicate and document.
Collier showed his work to his
friend, Dorothea Lange, who sent the
por~folio on to Stryker in Washington.
Having the funds to hire an additional
photographer, Stryker hired Collier,
for $2,000 a year.
Collier made no effort to photograph
the dramatic. If anything, his photographs are understated. His work seems
to be little influenced by any other
photographers on the team. He produced
very straightforward pictures , primarily
of people as they went about their work
during the early 194O 1 s. The undramatic
photograph, Collier believed, best portrayed what was really going on in the
country.
The noted painter and illustrator
Ben Shahn, shown here working on a New
Jersey mural in 1936, was never actually
on Roy Stryker's payroll. He worked for
another branch of the government, the
Special Skills Division. However,
Stryker was impressed by his photography
and through political manipulation managed to have Shahn's negatives channeled
into the Historical Section 's file.
Shahn used a 35 millimeter Leica
with a right angle viewfinder which
permitted him to photograph people while
seemingly looking in another direction .
Shahn's reflection, showing his peculiar
camera, is visible in the window in this
1938 photograph.
Shahn was not interested or concerned
with the technical aspects of photography.
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PHOTOGRAPH OF
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PHOTOGRAPHS BY
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PHOTOGRAPH OF
POST WOLCOTT

He was opposed to using flash, and
many of his negatives are underexposed
or blurry . His goal was to capture
enough of an image on film to serve as
a guide or pattern for future art
work .
Like Dorothea Lange, Shahn had a
sensitive social conscious that was
evident in his work .
Carl Mydans came to government
photography with a journalistic background . Before joining the Historical
Section he was a writer and photographer
for the Boston Globe and a financial
reporter for a New York publication.
With his trained reporter ' s eye
Mydans quickly developed a style of his
own that fitted his people-oriented
approach . He was a pioneer in the use
of a 35 millimeter camera professionally
which, during the 19JO's, was considered
a toy by newspapers and other serious
photographers .
Much has been said about the influence of the FSA project on what was to
become photojournalism. If anyone in
the group was a photojournalist , it was
Mydans.
When Arthur Rothstein left the
Historical Section in 1940, Roy Stryker
was able to find a competent replacement in Jack Delano . Like others on
the FSA team , Delano was an artistturned-photographer.
Delano's photographs show the importance he placed on composition and
balance and the relationships of the
dark and light areas. Delano appears
to have looked especially carefully at
the work of Evans, whom he admired
because of Evans' orderliness and
compositions.
Marion Post Wolcott, shown here
helping change a flat tire while on
assignment in Kentucky, joined the FSA
staff after a career as a fashion and
society photographer for the Philadelphia
Evening Bulletin. Her photographs of
day laborers gambling, dancing and simply
enjoying their hard earned money are some
of the best in the file.
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Post Wolcott brought a new style
to the project. She portrayed a more
positive image of America. Her pictures
spoke of a rural beauty and fertility
which fitted well with the new direction
Stryker hoped to take in the early
1940' s.
The work of the Historical Section
began to move consciously into the
positive aspects of rural life after
Stryker became convinced that rural
poverty had been oversold and that the
section had, in fact, created the false
impression that all farmers were poor.
Stryker likened his project to a boy
coming of age:
STRYKER: There was a growth, a change.
It grew. We didn't make it change. We
grew. The man grows up and he reads.
He talks. And after a while he's changed
He talks differently. I think that's
what happened to us.
NARRATOR: During the project's entire
eight years, Stryker issued his staff
with shooting scripts, giving detailed
information on the kinds of photographs
he wanted. As Stryker's sense of purpose
changed, so did his scripts, which
evolved from an emphasis on poverty and
migrant laborers to everyday life in the
country and small towns.
With a 1936 shooting script, Stryker
called on his photographers to send in
negatives portraying "People at home in
the evening, listening to the radio."
"Where do people meet," Stryker asked.
"In beer halls! In saloons! On street
corners!"
"How do people look," he asked. "I
want pictures of all kinds of people."
"How does the man's world differ
from the woman's. Get me pictures of
this!"
"Get me pictures of children playing! Newsboys selling papers! Men
playing cards!"
"Get me pictures of signs," Stryker
urged his photographers. Nothing reveals
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the character of the times better than
signs, Stryker insisted.
Stryker ordered his photographers
to write captions in the field for
each photograph returned to the office
in Washington. All complied with the
order, except Walker Evans, who declared that his photographs need no
explanations.
Dorothea Lange, on the other hand,
took great care in providing meaningful
captions for her work. She often quoted
her subjects or from reports and other
readings.
Many of her captions are as gripping
as her photographs:
"Family between Dallas and Austin.
The people have lost their home and hope
to reach the Arkansas Delta for work in
the cotton fields. Penniless people.
No food and three gallons of gasoline in
the tank. Three children. The father
says 'It's tough, but life's tough any
way you take it.'"
Captions by other photographers
were often less involved:
"Mildred Irwin, entertainer in
saloon at North Platte. November, 1938.
Vachon."
"In front of movie theater. Lee.
Chicago, April, 1941."
"Police force, CHildersburg,
Alabama. May, 1942. Collier."
"Charles Murphy in transit through
Omaha, Nebraska. November, 1938, Lee."
"Bank that failed. Kansas. April or
May, 1936. Rothstein."
"Alabama. January, 1936. Evans."
By 1942 the enemies of the Farm
Security Administration were massing their
forces and conservative newspaper publishers were leveling volley after volley
towards the controversial agency, including the Historical Section, the most
visible arm of the FSA. Leading the
newspapers' campaign to kill the entire
FSA was the Memphis Commercial Appeal,
which declared: "The FSA has fallen
into the hands of the social gainers,
do-gooders, bleeding hearts, and longhairs
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who make a career of helping others for
a price and according to their peculiar
screwball ideas."
Against this ominous backdrop, Roy
Stryker quietly moved his collection
of photographs and negatives to the
safety of the Library of Congress ,
away from the hands of critics who
wanted the file destroyed, and then he
announced his resignation. Without
fanfare, the Historical Section's unprecedented project came to an end,
leaving behind a massive, priceless
portrait of a difficult decade.
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